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Abstract 
In this work, we are going to show how the number of fractures and sociodemographic inequalities in Tunisia has influenced the 
on-line political engagement in the country. Here, we will base on the studies done in Tunisia, a small country with relatively 
homogeneous population which has undergone modernization but still is very unstable in its politics since 2011. However, we are 
going to develop a deeper understanding of the role of social network in the political arena of Tunisia. 
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1. Introduction 
Since 2011, the question of new information technology and communication (ICT) among the Tunisian society 
has been largely discussed by the media people, and by this, it greatly attracted the interest of many researchers.  
In fact, during the Ben Ali dictatorship, the political participation was extremely limited, and even the time when 
it happened to be accessed, it still remained censorial and biased. Consequently, a big divergence between the 
citizens and the political figures appeared on the scene. However, even if the revolution pushed the country towards 
the democratic transition, a lot of citizens still remained too distant from the political life.  
The aim of this research work is to study how the users of the media networks are sorted out by their political and 
civil engagement, and how politically active and non-active people differ in their manners as the users of social 
media. Thus, our goal is to explore the impact of social media on the democratic transition in Tunisia.  
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In the first part of the research work we will try to elaborate the state of the on-line political participation. The 
second part will be devoted to the study of the political engagement in Tunisia at different temporal stages, and the 
last part will regard the method and conclusion of our study. 
2. On-line political engagement 
In all the countries whether they are democratic or not, there are a number of political participation models with 
the existence of various concepts in each society. The political participation is defined as an action posed by the 
citizens in order to influence the leaders or just to express their support or opposition on the ideas proposed by the 
political parties or simply by the politicians.In fact, it is based on all the activities that directly or indirectly affect the 
treatment of the government or political authorities in the delicate subjects concerning the citizens (Verba, 
Schlozman & Brady, 1995).  
At the same time, the political participation covers the attitude and the behavior in general which is intended to 
influence, maintain or modify the decisions of the authorities inside the political system (Pasquino, 2009). 
Up to the beginning of 1960s, the political participation and democratic practice were limited in the number of 
activists which based on election campaign of the parties. So, the candidates were the only means of contact 
between the citizens and elected representatives. However, for most of the citizens, the use of information 
technology and communications and particularly the internet made it possible to break the isolation and the 
censorship; to spread information and to express the indignation concerning this or that context, that is to say - 
“internet manifests the democratic opportunities”( Cardon, 2010). 
Even today, the use of social media is of great importance. It turned into the means of dialogue and 
communication between the political figures and institutions. In fact, it allowed the mobilization and activization of 
citizens in political and social problems, and at the same time gave them opportunity to be the producers and the 
distributors of the information on their own (Cadron & Granjon, 2010). According to the changes in this 
intermediary space, it became possible to distinguish between two types of on-line political behavior: the 
participation and the communication. For instance, participating in the campaign via internet, creating Web pages or 
pages on Facebook in order to rejoin or integrate the political group, etc. are considered to be the forms of on-line 
political participation; whereas, following the group or the candidate does not mean to participate but to use social 
network as a way of obtaining information or just communicating (Hoffman, 2012). 
Thus, the on-line activism, a massive use of internet, the public space enlargement and the information flow have 
transformed the relationship between the citizens and their representatives, and also metamorphosed the mediation 
and the political participation as well (Coleman & Blumler, 2009; Monnoyer-Smith, 2011). 
At the same time, the use of social networks may have three targets: information, discussion and mobilization 
(Breindl, 2010). The first target is based on transparency and better participation of the citizens in the information 
distribution in its temporal and space dimensions, which qualifies the social networks as the “media alternatives”.  
The second goal is the discussion which is based on the desire of the citizens to virtually express their ideas on 
political topics, i.e. “active citizens” engaged into the paramount debates, civil fight and duties. Finally, the third 
aim is mobilization and activization of the citizens for the participation in political and social problems, where the 
citizens become the producers or distributors of the information themselves. In this case, the citizens are well-
informed and engaged into an active participation in political process and we call them “participating citizens”. This 
new phenomenon of internet activism greatly attracts the attention of researchers who investigate the differences 
between the on-line participation, the numeric fracture, the measure of on-line participation and the borders of 
participation. 
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Fig. 1. Three dimensions of Internet use by Yana Breindl (2010) 
A great number of research works are conducted in the field of the Web 2.0 together with the social network 
issue, and also the increase of interest in transnational networks by active citizens who participate in the political 
life. Some authors emphasize that the interest to internet has become something which can be called “the principal 
space of reflections and activity vision” and by this, they stress the difference of traditional media (press service, 
radio, television) from those which represent the model of reinforcement and political mobilization (Vromen, 2008). 
 As for others, there is very vague relationship between the internet users and political engagements due to the 
social classes’ distinction, numeric fracture, and education…(Bimber, 2001; Levine, 2003) and even this can be 
distracted under the conditions of democracy, subjectivity, personalization and disinformation (Cardon & Granjon, 
2010; Ghosn & Lahouij, 2013). 
3. The political engagement at different temporal stages in Tunisia 
After the revolution, due to the spread of Internet, Tunisia happened to learn about the public space enlargement, 
i.e. a new public space called “virtual” which allowed a great number of people to participate in political life. In the 
frames of democratic transition, owing to such social networks as Facebook and Twitter, and other blogs, Tunisian 
cyber activists began playing a binocular role: on the one hand they played the role of media alternatives; on the 
other hand, they were country regulators.  
The use of information technology and particularly the internet itself turned into a good chance to destroy the 
isolation and censorship of the citizens and by this, let distribute information and express  indignity concerning this 
or that matter- so, in this case we can say that “internet stays for democratic opportunity” (Cardon, 2010). 
Still, the internet integration in Tunisia is to be considered the late adaptation, as the taxes were too high and the 
government tried to preserve the censorship (Warf & Vincent, 2007). During the last years Tunisia entered the 
•Assumption:  a  « better  informed citizen »  is  likely  to  
participate  in politics.  
•Access  does  not  equal  participation. Quantity not quality.  
•Time/space  compression:  rapid  diffusion of information.  
•The  end of  intermediaries?  alternative media space.  
•Media literacy skills are new barr for participation.  
Information 
•Assumption:  the  « active  citizen » shapes his opinion by 
rational debate.  
•Public  sphere:  Plurality  of  dynamic and complex public 
spheres.  
•Interactivity:  homophily,  passive forms of civic engagement.  
•Glocal:  local  activities  connected  to global struggle.    
Discussion 
 
•Assumption:  the  « participating  citizen ».  
•Social capital :  isolation vs.  Intercon-nectedness.  
•Online  and  offline  worlds  increasin-gly merge.  
•The  internet  empowers  resource-poor  actors  yet  new  « 
digital »  barriers to participation emerge.  
•Active minorities overrepresented.  
•Change  of  mobilising  actors  –  difficulty to estimate who 
participates.  
Mobilization 
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Internet market and became its active member with 6.1 million of users. With this number Tunisia occupies the tenth 
place among internet users and the second place from the point of view of tax penetration in Africa.   
Nowadays, Tunisia possesses a great deal of High Schools and their branches which prepare the specialists in the 
field of IT, and the number of their students reaches up to 37 000. Approximately, by 900000 subscribers and also by 
15 computers per 100 residents, Tunisia has reached a progressive point which limits its delay on technological 
market in correlation with other countries. 
     Tabel 1. Indicators on ICT Infrastructure in Tunisia. Source: Brochure CAT (2012), information and communication technologies in Tunisia 
INFRASTRUCTURE INDICATORS 2007 2011 
Number of subscribers to fxed and mobile phone  
(thousands) 
9,116 13,605 
Number of computers per 100 inhabitants 7,5 14.8 
Number of internet users (millions) 1,8 6,1 
Number of internet subscribers (thousands) 253 858 
Number of web sites 4,967 20,065 
Number of valid electronic signature certifcates 1,512 7,222 
Percentage of students enrolled in ICT courses 12% 18% 
Percentage of ICT graduates   
Number of companies established in the technology hub  
El Gazella 
52 88 
Number of companies in the cyber parks 45 149 
 
Since the time when Wikileaks site spread a big volume of information concerning the persistent government 
corruption under the regime of the president Ben Ali, a recent type of mass media happened to have a great success 
in Tunisian society which was a new source of information broadcasting and mobilization of public opinion.  In fact, 
the majority of Tunisian people started using Twitter and Facebook via their smart phones thus forming a chain of 
on-line activity (people living both in Tunisia and abroad) which was a good way of reinforcement. 
Thus, Tunisia became an integral part of the world geographical cyberspace, whereas, not a long before it 
occupied a very modest position in this sphere. For instance, the number of Facebook users reaches up to 3.4 million 
people, the majority of which are young people (equivalent to 32.38% of the population). On the other hand, since 
the year 2011, the appearance of the Open Data as an emancipation movement of social data in Tunisia can be 
estimated as an initiative, i.e. a fruit of experience by certain leaders of democratic countries (US, Great Britain, 
France…).  
This Open Data movement in Tunisia should be considered as a ‘post-revolutionary’ consciousness which gives 
ground for politicians to be more open in the political environment, and to fulfill a number of governmental political 
projects by private enterprises or city’ communities (Opendata.tn, intérieur.gov.tn, data.gov.tn, opensource.tn, City 
of Sayada, opengov.tn …) 
Moreover, Tunisia was able to develop a very dynamic blog which could overcome the censorship of the former 
regime, by this, making the qualified bloggers of cyber-revolution and cyber dissidents stand out for their role in the 
metamorphosis of Tunisian political life. In this work, in the frames of the question concerning the role of the social 
networks in political participation, Tunisia should be regarded as the main target.  
4. The conception of methodological study 
In order to get the aid from the partisans and people in their surrounding (i.e. their friends, parents,…), the 
youngsters, the political parties, the oppositionists, the manifestants and the politicians in Tunisia spread their 
political messages via the internet. This was an action towards the mobilization of partisans’ forces which led to 
their time and money expense. So, this work targets to demonstrate the influence of social media use on the political 
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participation in Tunisia which is relatively small country with the homogeneous population whose level of social 
media participation and penetration is too augmented but which still undergoes social and political instability since 
2011, just after the revolution.  
For this, we are going to study the following hypothesis: 
x H1: How can the social media be understood in the context of numeric fracture in Tunisia? 
x H2: Why did not the use of social networks bring to a more equal political participation in Tunisia?  
x H3: What kind of potential of social media can be offered to Tunisian society: the participation price reduction; a 
more efficient participation; or a more rapid participation? 
x H4: What are the consequences of the Tunisian traditions in the matter of on-line political participation?  
4.1. Methodology 
In this article, we will try to investigate the hypothesis on the basis of the studies that I realized while working on 
my dissertation between January and September 2013. 
In fact, the case study allows us to investigate the results of natural phenomenon obtained during the practical 
work (Benbasat, Goldstein & Mead, 1987), which is considered to be a good means of combining the empiric data 
with the concepts and the theory, and which is adapted for clarification of the research questions and at the same 
time exploration and comprehension of the objectives (Yin, 2009). 
This study provides us with the data in its four dimensions which affords us to study the use of social media in 
sake of on-line political participation from different points of view.   
The four chosen cases are linked by common interest and stipulate the political participation via media. The 
nature of the research led me to choose the case with one general context (Tunisian society, the use of social media 
and the period of democratic transition). However, it is also provided with different ideas concerning some other 
contextual fields (the level of activists, the governmental level, the actors of the activity and participation).  
x The first case: Tunisian on-line bloggeres and activists 
x The second case: Tunisian Constituent Assembly  
x The third case: Open Data Project in Tunisia 
x The fourth case: The associations and Tunisians abroad 
4.2. Results and Discussion 
In this part we have introduced the attitude, motivation and the behavior of Tunisian users towards the on-line 
political participation, and the development of profound understanding of the role of social networks in Tunisian 
political arena. At the same time, some comments of different cyber-activists are reflected in the work.  
x The numerical fracture: inequality in Tunisian political participation 
Tunisia is to catch up with its numeric retardation. In spite of the fact that the number of equipment is increasing 
day after day, still a big percentage of the population does not have access to the internet. It proceeds from the fact 
that the rural zones are not provided with the internet connection or simply because people have no means to buy 
subscription.  
Thus, according to the administrators of the Tunisian Open Data site, “in spite of the fact that the country is well-
equipped by cellular, digital television and Open Data network, Tunisia is still on need of more means to overcome 
its numeric fracture and have an access to information database, and at the same time it should be able to provide 
this data even to those people who yet have no internet connection”. 
For some bloggers, the numeric fracture in Tunisia is considered to be “a new form of on-line political 
participation inequality among citizens and regions as well”, i.e. inequality among Tunisian cities.  
On the other hand, according to the activists, “it should be mentioned that there is an existence of terms fracture 
in internet service quality where some cities have very low level of internet service, and even in some cases people 
simply cannot watch a video via internet, whereas there are cities where internet connection is very good”.  
Such situation brings to inequality in political participation among the regional citizens who belong to socio-
demographical category thus preventing them from rightful active participation in political life of the country.  
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x The social inequality: A big case of socio-economic differences in Tunisian political participation 
The on-line political participation in Tunisia was initiated by the activists who came from a very prosperous 
social class, and also by those Tunisian who live abroad and who are totally liberated from the government 
censorship.    
After the censorship violation was solved out, the participation powers started spreading the information about 
the government persistence on liberty infringement.   
For some members of Tunisian constituent assembly “the urban/rural difference and the elaborated numeric 
strategy created by the former regime are just the way to disbalance the level of on-line political participation in 
Tunisia”.  
One of the big obstacles for the activists is the price for the social network usage, yet these activists had 
introduced a great solidarity and support to the citizens. When it comes to naming the reasons that prevent the 
Tunisian citizens from using those equipments, the activists say the following:  
“mobilization and organization of adherents take a lot of time”, “the internet connection is still very weak”, “they 
have problems with adequate materials”, moreover, “most of the Tunisians do not have computers”, and that “till 
now, there are people in regions who belong to socio-professional category which is very detached”, and finally, “a 
lot of Tunisians do not know how to treat the gadgets”. However, all these hindrances in Tunisia do not prevent the 
activists from taking the advantage of new technologies.  
x The cut of the participation costs; more effective and more rapid participation: new engagement process  
According to some Tunisian bloggers, the information spread and population sensitizing is one of the advantages 
of the internet use. For others, it is seen as a unique space to express their liberal ideas, i.e. the arena for playing a 
strategic role when neither media nor national television dared express themselves freely and clearly.  For the 
majority of Tunisian on-line bloggers and activists, a social network was a great chance to attract peoples’ attention 
on democratic deviation in a very rapid way and with minimum expenses. These changes were the results of 
successful cooperation of the Tunisians living abroad, who promptly realized that the gadgets can spread the 
messages, videos and pictures in the shortest time.  
Meanwhile, all the people who participated in our research work (both activists and politicians) agreed with the 
advantages of social network usage in Tunisian political participation. The following documents resume some of the 
response samples: 
“Due to the social network I can get the information from my place, and also exchange the information with activists which is a jerk for some 
movements integration”  
“Even if I live abroad, I feel closer to my motherland, and can actively participate in the debates” 
“The resources retrieved from the internet are a good alternative for a traditional mass media” 
“I could find a real data for more implications” 
“It spreads the information at a record time” 
Title: Sample responses on the advantages of social network use concerning the political life in Tunisia 
A lot of Tunisian cyber dissidents feel proud that they managed to awaken the reigned mentality which was 
formed under the government censorship, and at the same time make people actively participate in political life of 
the country.  
x The citizens are detached from the participation in political life of the country 
In fact, during the revolution, social network became a tool for increasing the number of people who are 
interested in Tunisian political life; an activist’s organization; a part and socialization of scientists, and also a great 
possibility for critics.  
However, some Tunisian authors strongly criticize the use of social network for political purposes. For instance, 
the member of Tunisian constituent assembly thinks that “the social network can be abused by those people who do 
not possess the sense of responsibility and who turn these sources into a means of rumor and bluff”, and the second 
member considers that “there is no confidence in information spread on social network anymore as it became 
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unreliable and easily manipulated by the people who are, in fact, not engaged into political life and do not defend the 
interests of the country”.  
Also, the Open Data site manager said that ‘they are going to elaborate the site in order to organize and archive 
the resources so that the internauts could easily use it instead of plunging into internet.      
However, what disappoints the activist is that even if there are a lot of citizens with no technical competence and 
engagement who could freely express their opinion, still a great part of the population has no interest in participating 
in political life of Tunisia. 
5. Conclusion 
It is undisputable that the democratic transition in Tunisia has provoked not only a new political role inspired by 
the internet but also by the desire of a number of people to participate in political life. Like many other countries, 
Tunisia also involves its democratic leaders, the activists, the bloggers, and politicians into a greater transparency 
and a better civil participation. However, the numeric fracture, the quality of the resources, the sociodemographic 
inequality and the cultural participation of the citizens still create a big gap in the actual on-line political 
participation. 
It is also of great importance to be aware of the on-line political participation as reinforcement of democratic 
movement and civil representation.  
However, in order to enlarge a favorable use of social network in Tunisia, the government, the citizens, the 
private sector and the civil society should work together for creating new Tunisia, a more democratic and a more 
open one, and not to reiterate the previous mistakes by leaving their project,  but following the “activity”. 
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